THE AMERICAN NOVEL

the journalists who make it a sensation, the public siding with
him or against him: these are persons shaped by the same
civilization, driven by ambitions, pulled by private senti-
ments. The course of his punishment is as many-sided and
bewildering as the history of his crime.

An American Tragedy was concerned as much with a whole
civilization as with a tragic individual Dreiser, studying Clyde
as a figure shaped and compelled and ruined by circumstances,
tried to take all those circumstances into account in a vast
documentation of the times. No other American crime has
ever been examined with such attention to the settings, the
subordinate characters, the processes of behavior. And yet
the final impression is concerned with Clyde* Whether or
not he deserved his penalty Dreiser nowhere says. He has no
measure for such a punishment He wants only to follow, with
comprehension and pity, the changes by which a kind-hearted
boy coulcl in a few years come to a deed of such cruelty. At
no point could Dreiser find that Clyde changes melodra-
matically from good to bad. He wavers among insidious im-
pulses of which, it seems, the balance might have been shifted
as easily to save him as to destroy him. He sins by a hairV
breadth. To read about him is to walk a tight rope over a gulf
of imagined experiences, shuddering to think how little sep-
arates those who cross from those who fall.

The novel was eagerly and widely read. It was made into
an affecting stage play and into a motion picture which, in
spite of Dreiser's protests, cheapened the pitiful story. He did
not follow his tragedy with another novel, but collected a
volume of short stories, Chains (1927), and A Gallezy of
Women (1928) which fell short of his Twelve Men in in-
terest and value. He went to Russia to observe conditions
there. He discussed American affairs in a confused book Tragic
America (1932), He returned to autobiography and began
A History of Myself to be in four volumes, of which he pub-
lished the first as Dawn (1931), Living for the most part in